The Safety Catch
announcing his fixed aversion to hangmen. A drop of perspiration
ran down his brow and fell into his eye, and all the September
afternoon seemed a hot arid despair, a dusty folly. The crowd were
so many Dammerings and Shrouds, only intolerably more Dam-
meringesque and Shroudish. Ideas kept diplomatically secret for
years now raised their heads and fired his tongue.
"Some of you," he shouted, "have children, no doubt. I'm sorry
for them. There ought to be a philanthropic society to warn them
against you, for you're not even grown up yourselves. I came here
this afternoon to offer you a solid hope, a policy of safety, and
you've turned the meeting into a hippodrome. But I don't wonder.
All you understand about life is work which you don't like and
entertainment which you dote on. And what entertainment."
John paused for breath and again swept his audience with a look
so dirty that they kughed. But it was evident that they found his
remarks, which some might have thought a trifle objectionable,
most acceptable.
"You wouldn't pay a penny to hear all the prophets in the Old
Testament, but you'll pay half a crown to listen to the nasal quack-
ings of a Hollywood duck. You think you're living when you
watch a lot of little doggies tearing round a track. You think a book
isn't literature if it's not about crime or lemonade love. You think
you govern your own country because they let you put a little
cross on a bit of paper every now and again. It's a good job that's
all you're trusted to do, for anything more would be too much for
your brains. Take care of them. Keep your hats on in the sun, and
don't sit in draughts in case the worst happens."
John paused again. The negativist took his chance. He put his
hand up as if he were indeed in school. "Please, teacher," he cried.
"Yes," said John. "And don't come back. And finally," he said
to the crowd, "you remind me of a lot of tame animals in an open-
air zoo, trained to wear ready-made clothes, and handle knives and
forks with fair success. You can't see the sportsman behind the
hedge with his gun held ready to knock you off, nor the trap set
ready to seize you round the neck, nor yet the slaughterer lurking
round the corner waiting for you with a good long knife. Your
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